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At least 20 people died in clashes during January between Bolivia's organized coca growers
(cocaleros) and the government. Although both sides agreed to resume negotiations on Jan. 25, the
problems appear far from over. The Bolivian government formally reopened the talks on Jan. 26,
ending the protests by the cocaleros, union members, transportation workers, and pensioners that
shut down the nation's major highways for two weeks.
In confirming the resumption of talks, Evo Morales, head of the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS)
and leader of the coca growers, said that leaders of the various groups allied with his movement
would participate in the effort to "find solutions through dialogue." Morales, a congressional
deputy, narrowly lost in last year's presidential elections to Gonzalez Sanchez de Lozada (see
NotiSur, 2002-08-09), and his MAS organization is now the second-strongest political force in
Bolivia.
Morales said the issues to be discussed include Bolivia's participation in the Free Trade Area of
the Americas (FTAA), the country's exportation of natural gas, land issues, earlier privatizations of
state enterprises, the national budget, and forced eradication of coca fields. Bolivia's plan to export
natural gas has been an issue for some time, particularly regarding whether a Chilean or Peruvian
port will be given the nod as the site from where natural gas will be shipped to the US.
On Feb. 4, Morales said that remarks made in Europe by Bolivian Energy Minister Fernando Illanes
indicating that Bolivia had decided on a Chilean port were incorrect. Morales added that, if the
administration were to decide on Chile without input from the Bolivian people, "this government
would last only a few days." Morales said that Bolivia should first ensure the energy needs of
Bolivians before exporting to the US. The government had said it would announce this month
whether Chile or Peru would be the site for the port.

Protests threatened Sanchez de Lozada administration
The latest round of protests began Jan. 8 when pensioners blocked highways with tree trunks and
boulders. Within days, they were joined by transportation workers and cocaleros, angry over the
government's ongoing plan to eradicate illegal crops. About 12,000 hectares of coca can be cultivated
legally, but growers want the limit increased to 30,000 ha. Morales said the blockade would continue
until the government agreed to a series of demands to alleviate poverty and to the immediate
withdrawal of soldiers and the demilitarization of the coca-growing region of the Chapare.
On Jan. 22, Morales was joined by Aymara leader Felipe Quispe, known as Mallku, or Condor,
who is also a congressional deputy and heads Bolivia's largest workers' union, the Confederacion
Sindical Unica de Trabajadores Campesinos de Bolivia (CSUTCB). The two signed an agreement to
step up the demonstrations and highway blockades. "We're open to dialogue, but if the government
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maintains its intransigent position, we'll paralyze this nation until the government is forced from
office," said Morales. The coalition was the most serious threat yet to Sanchez de Lozada, who took
office in August 2002 (see NotiSur, 2002- 08-98).
In his six months in office, he has failed to revive the struggling economy or make headway on
campaign promises to alleviate widespread poverty and create thousands of jobs. The government
accuses Morales of provoking violence and increasing the economic hardship in the country.
"We ask Evo Morales and Felipe Quispe to stop toying with the nation's economy, to stop
intensifying the crisis, and to lift the blockades...that have generated so much bloodshed," Interior
Minister Alberto Gasser said at a Jan. 22 news conference. Morales says Sanchez de Lozada's time
has run out In his inaugural speech Aug. 6, Sanchez de Lozada called for a 90-day "social truce,"
raising cocalero hopes that the new president would be more open than his predecessor. Bolivia's
coca policies hardened after Hugo Banzer Suarez won the 1997 presidential election.
In 1998, he implemented Plan Dignidad, a five-year program that included forced eradication and
called for "zero coca" in the Chapare (see NotiSur, 1998-08-21). Cocaleros who lost their crops
were supposed to be compensated, but many were not. In addition, most of the few development
programs that accompanied the eradication failed. And coca remains far more lucrative for
campesinos because of a lack of markets for the legal crops.
Kathryn Ledebur, director of the Cochabamba-based Andean Information Network, called Banzer's
initiative "too much eradication too soon." In November 2000, Banzer said his government had
achieved its zero-coca goal, but a month later, authorities admitted coca cultivation continued in the
Chapare's remote areas (see NotiSur, 2000-12-15). Sanchez de Lozada and the coca growers met four
times in September and October 2002. The cocaleros proposed a study to determine the real level
of traditional consumption of coca leaf in Bolivia, and they called for increased development and
marketing of legal products made from coca leaf, which is already used in tea, sweets, ointments,
and toothpaste.
After the Oct. 18 meeting, the position of Sanchez de Lozada turned to the right. During a visit to the
US, the Bolivian president said there would be no pause in the eradication. That laid the foundation
for renewed protests. US exacerbates tensions The US also fed the tensions between cocaleros
and the government. During the presidential campaign, then US Ambassador to Bolivia Manuel
Rocha campaigned openly against Morales (see NotiSur, 2002-07-05). After Sanchez de Lozada took
office, President George W. Bush's administration took what appeared to many Bolivians as steps to
disrupt the negotiations with the cocaleros.
On Sept. 5, the US announced that Rocha would be replaced by David Greenlee, who worked in
the US Embassy during the 1980s. Morales accuses Greenlee of being a Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) agent. He said Greenlee would come "with the desire to direct the repression" against the
social forces in the country. Morales claims Greenlee was involved in a massacre in 1988 in Villa
Tunari in the Chapare. Bolivian troops, with the assistance of US military advisors, put down a
protest by cocaleros during which 11 campesinos were killed.
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On Oct. 2, the US Embassy gave the La Paz daily La Razon a report claiming a 4,500-hectare
increase in nationwide illicit coca cultivation in the previous 12 months. And Otto J. Reich, then US
assistant secretary of state for Western Hemisphere affairs, warned on Oct. 10 that any slowdown
in eradication could prompt a review of Bolivia's eligibility for US tariff preferences. Recently, the
Bush administration said it would reduce anti-drug trafficking aid to Bolivia by US$20 million.
And, in early February, the US Agency for International Development (USAID) said no money for
alternative development would be directed to supporters of Morales.

Deputies call government ministers assassins
On Feb. 4, during hearings called by the MAS and the Nueva Fuerza Republicana (NFR) into the
government's handling of the protests in January, various lawmakers made harsh accusations
against the Sanchez de Lozada administration. Seven ministers were on the hot seat for their
actions. MAS leader Manuel Morales Davila accused Sanchez de Lozada and several ministers of
being "assassins of the Bolivian people."
One of the major criticisms was of the role of the army in containing the protests. Morales Davila's
charges brought an angry exit from the chamber by Minister of Defense Freddy Teodovic and
Minister of the Presidency Carlos Sanchez Berzain. Before the hearing, Teodovic told the press that
those in uniform "only defended themselves, and did not attack the people."

-- End --
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